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In social life the single fact most prominent at the time was
the movement towards a freer status for women. It pervaded all
classes and took many forms. Charles Booth for instance, sur-
veying working-class London as he studied it in the years 1897-
1900, says:1
'There is a consensus of opinion . . . that, while there is more
drinking, there is less drunkenness than formerly, and that the in-
crease in drinking is to be laid mainly to the account of the female
sex. This latter phase seems to be one of the unexpected results of
the emancipation of women.*
'Emancipation9 may seem now an unexpected word to encounter
at a time when women had not either the parliamentary vote, or
membership of the older universities, or the right to sit on a
borough or county council, or admission to any of the leading pro-
fessions save medicine and teaching. But in its personal and
domestic aspects it was a real thing. The Married Women's
Property Act of 1882 was extended by that of 1893, and between
them they placed a wife in regard to her property upon the same
footing (apart from any settlement on trust) as if she were un-
married. In 1891 in the leading case, Reg. v. jfacksonf the Court
of Appeal, setting aside earlier authority, ruled that a husband
cannot legally detain in his house his wife. Two years earlier
Ibsen's DolFs House had been played for the first time in London
to crowded and excited audiences, and Nora's final slamming
of her husband's door echoed through social life for a decade.
Moreover with the sudden change from large to small families,
which, as we have seen, was brought about artificially in the
educated and better-to-do sections of society, the younger mar-
ried women in those sections became, as suddenly, a leisured
class—not so vast a one as the married women of to-day, but
unprecedented and rapidly growing. Beside them in the same
social levels developed a large body of leisured unmarried women
—unmarried because the oversea employment of upper-class
Englishmen entailed by imperial expansion had seriously upset
the balance of the sexes in those levels at home, and leisured,
because so few paid employments were open to them and it was
still the tradition that ladies should be maintained by their fami-
lies. Much fuel was here being stacked up for the feminist
politics of the early twentieth century. But as yet no one had set
a match to it.
1 Life and Labour in London, final vol. (1903), p. 59.	a (1891) I Q..B. 671.

